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A STUDY OF IND!VIDU'AL TF.ACHING AS AN ElCTENSION Ml!.'THOD 
Extension workers have questioned the value of individu~l teaching (office call, 
field interview, farm visit),as compared with group teaching. Some county agents 
have indicated that they considered =uch of the time spent in work with individuals 
as being more o~ less wasted. 
Apparently, there has not been a clear-cut separation in ovr thinking between 
the personal service work carried on in the ea~ly days of agricultural extension 
and the individual teaching which has gradually taken its place. It seems apparent 
that as extension workers we need ~re information regarding what is being accom-
plished and what can 'be accomplished thr·ough individual teaching as well as in the 
techniques in teaching individuals .• 
. ' . We have been able to tell ~eginning agents yery little about the place or 
importt'1.nce of individua.l teaching as a part of their job. There has, in fact, bee:Jt. 
very little actual information available for use. We personally know of no extension 
study covering· the important aspects of individual teavhing as an extension method. 
This is tru.e not withstanding the fact that for many years the major share of the 
agents' time has been devoted to work with individuals. 
Certain questions may be raised pertaining to possibilities of doing a better 
job of individual teaching. 
*** Can extension workers do a better job with individual teach~ng than they 
are no'"~ doing? 
*** Wha·t is the relative effectiveness of individual teaching a<:i 'J•Jmpared with 
group and mass teaching? 
*** How rruch time should be devoted to individual teaching? Should relatively 
more or less time thail is being used now be devoted to this method? 
#** Are there technioues and devices in individual teaching "rhich 'llrould be 
helpful to beginning agents? 
Another type of information needed brings out these questions. 
*** What motivates farmers to ask information of extension agents? 
*** Do they get the information they ask for? 
*** Do they use the information after they get it? 
*** How long after receiving the information do they put it into practice? 
*** What kind of farmers come to agents for information? 
It occurs to us. that indi v~dual teaching '\orhen ,.,ell done is highly rega~ded in 
the educational field. This i~ the colle~e professor on one end of the log,'the 
student on the othe~. Tutoring, well and favorably known in colle~e circles, is an 
example of individual teaching. Baker and Wilson in Extension Technical Bulletin 125 
say of office calls, 11 Since this is one of the most efficient extension methods, it 
would seem to be good judgment to encourage farmers to call at the extension office 
with their problems." 
An accepted requisite in learning is the desire to learn. Ma~v farmers will 
take considerable time and.drive long distances for an opportunity to talk over some 
problem with the county agent or tQ get advice or information pertaining to some new 
and improved farm practice. This, in itself, is an indication that the farmer is 
anxious to receive the information. 
Recognizing th~ needs for more basic info~mation concerning the techniques and 
.;,accomplishments of individual teaching as an extension method, we undertook the study 
which we now report. 
Methods Used In The Study 
Two major approaches were used to gather the basic information needed for this 
study. 
The first involved the keeping of complete and accurate records of office calls 
and the cle,ssification of these calls as to purposes. Records of from t11ro to four 
weeks were assembled by a cross section Qf ~1innesota agents. These ~ere taken in 
connection with the time-use studY 11rhioh was carried on at the same time and was 
spread through the 12 .~ponths of the year. Actually as it worked out, a larger pro-
portion of the records on office calls and farm visits was. taken during the first 
six months of the year. 
In addition to the classification of information desired, agents kept a record 
of the time involved,in each office call. TheJr checked with the farmer as to · 
whether the cali '\oras a follow-up of another method such as a meeting, radio talk, 
or news article, etc. The agent was asked whether the call could have been handled 
by'the office secretary, '\orhether time was wasted in connection with the call, and if 
so, ho1, Illllch time "~<Tas wasted·* 
The second pha~e of the study consisted of visiting the farmers themselves, 
questioning them, and getting their reaction tQ what they had gotten from consulta-
tion with the agent. The individual "intervie\'T questionnRire" which we used raised 
the following queries with the farmers visited.** 
The original plan was to vi~it the farmers with the questionnaire within three 
mont~s after they had called on the county agents and to make the visits to the 
farmers on a random sarnpl~ basis. Some practical problems rose in carrying out the 
plan. Among them was the limited time available to the tl<TO members of the stat~ 
staff who made the survey.*** Approximately 90 per cent of the farmers visited were 
visited within the two- to-three-month period of time followi~ the off~ce call. 
Qaite a number of farmers visited were not found at home. However, cards were 
completed for 149 farmers-
Summary Of Phase One Of The Individual Teaching Study 
Records involving a tNo.-week period and spread over the year were kept in 14 
counties, The peak load of office calls came during the spring months, 
A total of 657 records of office calls and farm visits were tabulated. The 
total t~me devoted to these 657 interviews was 12,499 minutes, The average for all 
was 19 minut~s per interview. There is a ~ide range and vvriet~on of time used per 
interview b~r the different agents in the 14 counties, This time ranged from an 
averaee of 6.4 minutes in on~ county to 31,5 minutes in another. 
In th~ 657 office calls, 863 reoue~ts for information were classified. Of these 
152 or 1?.6 per cent were lis~ed as involving broad princip~es of organization or 
management. Three hundred sixty four or 42.2 per cent 111ere classified as dealing 
with,a specific farm practice. Two hundred sixty six or )0.9 per cent were check~d 
under technical advice or information not ~ecessarily involving scientific informa-
tion. T'\ofelve or 1,4 per cent were classified as leadership training, and 69 or ?.9 
per cent dealt with extension organization. 
* For County Agents ~ In~ividual Instruction Study, see PP• a-Appendix 
** For Individual In~erview Questionnaire, ~ee pp. b-Appendix 
*** C. L. McNelly and H. P. Hanson 
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Purposes of Office Calls Number 
Broad Principles of Organization and 
Management 152 
Specific Farm Practices )64 
Technical Advice or Information (not 
necessarily involving scientific facts) 266 
Relating to Leadership Training 12 
Relating to Extension Organize.ticn 69 
Per Cent 
Checki~g on the incentive for the consultation, 157 of the 657 were checked as 
being a follow-up of an extension meeting. Ni~eteen of the 657 were follow-ups of 
radio talks. (It should be mentioned that in only four of the 14 counties were the 
agents carrying on a radio program at the time.) 
. . 
In checking \'Thether the office call might have been handled by the secretary, 
agents felt that 108 or 16.4 pe~ cent of' the 657 cails might have been so handled. 
These were largely ca.ses where bulletins, pamphlets, or printed material would have 
answered the farmerst questions. It must be borne in mind tha~ the farmers ask for 
and \'Tant to see the agricultura.l agent e.nd likely would have been dissaUsfied if 
they had not been permitted to discruss their problems with him • 
.Agents reported some \'l!,:l.Ste of time during 128 or 19.4 per cent out of 657 off~ce 
calls with 1652 minutes or 13.3 per cent of the time involved listed as probably 
wasted ""'ith these 128 calls: Assuming that this is a fair estimate of' time. \'Tasted, 
it may not seem too serious. It \'TouJ.d certainly be desirable, hotllever, that an 
effort be made tot11ard correction through a better handling of the interview. 
Farmers' Reaction To Their Consultation With .Agents 
The second phase of the study had to do "'i th the farmers 1 reaction to their 
consultation \'lith the county agent. The intervie'IIT survey was summarized as follo'lfrs~ 
*** 141 out of 149 said they got the informati9n they wanted from the agent 
and eight said they didn't get the information. 
*** 137 tal~ed over the problem with the agent. 
*** Four received printed material that ans'llrered their questions. 
*** 42 talked over their problem 'IITi th the county agent an(!. received printed 
material as well. 
*** 136 of the 149 calis involved specific farm practices. .. 
*** Of these 104 or 76.4 per cent had already us~d the practice >·ihen visited. 
Of the 32 who had not used the practice at the time of survey, 23 said they 
would use it as soon as opportunity provided. 
In the event they do the percentage of farmers adopting a practice based on con-
sultation with the county agent '''auld be 93.4. 
What PromPted The Farmer To Call On Agent For Information? 
Of 136 ans,.Ters checked; 
116 SEI.id 
1 II 
4 II 
9 II 
2 If 
4 II 
"Good sO'ltrce of farm information" 
11iifews i tern referred to agent's offer of source" 
"Radio broadcast" 
11Got suggestion at extension meetingll 
11 Follow ... U'p of letter11 
"Other" reasons given 
CLASSIFICATION OF FARMER CONSULTATIONS AS TO PURPOSE 
Broad Principles 
of 
Specific Farm 
Practices 
Organization and Management 
)C.CJ% 
Miscellaneous Technical 
Advice or 
Information 
Leadership 
Training 
Extension 
Organization 
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. 
In answer to question "Could you have gotten this information at an extension 
meeting?" 48 said yes - 26 said no. 
"Have you passed on this information to a n?ighbor? 11 52 said yes - 57 said J;I.O• 
Of those who did not but would later, 14 checked yes - 32 checked no. ~ite a number 
said they had obs·erved and. followed the practice. Thus has the influence spread. 
11Do you have any preference in the wa~.r you get information from the extension 
service?" (List 1-2-3) The checking in answer to this question follows: 
Personal visit with agent 
107 lsts 
15 - 2nds 
6 3rds 
Telephone 
2 - lsts 
1 - 2nd. 
Meetings 
20 - lets 
66 - 2nds 
20 - 3rds 
News articles 
.. 6 - lsts 
20 - 2nds 
29 - 3rds 
Radio .. 
1 - lst 
11 2nds 
7 - 3rds 
Letters 
1 - let 
There may be some interest in the kind of farm practices involved in these 
office calls. 
Of 139 li~ted, 50 related to crop production. Of the 50, 24 dealt "rith we~d 
control problems, 14 with the use of fertilizer, and 16 to' crop varieties and other 
crop practices. Twenty-nine related to livestock problems, 19 dairy, 10 others. 
The balance included: 
4 extension organization 
1 soil conservation 
10 rodent and insect control 
10 farm management problems 
4 drainage 16 general and miscellaneous 
3 tree planting and windbreaks 
18 relating to home and farmstead: 
9 installing septic tanks 
4 landscaping home grounds 
5 building plans 
.Problems involved'with farmer consultation seem to be determined by the programs 
agents are carrying on, the type of farming being practiced, and the seasons of the 
year. 
Most farmers seem to have the utmost faith in the county agent •. Many counsel 
with him'~iLnd use his recommendations "as is 11 , others say they get all the 11dope" 
they can, then use their o\'rn judgment in \-rhat they put into practice. This is as it 
should be. EXtensioners feel that scientific facts should be presented in such a 
way that the farmer can use his own good judgment and make his own decisions. 
Additional Farmer Reaction 
~ite a number of the farmers visited mentioned that it was hard to find agents 
at the office. They sometimes found it necessary to make several trips. Some felt 
that the county agent should maintain specific office days so that the public could 
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know when they could find him, Others felt it '"ouid be desirable for the agemt to 
maintain regular office hours on certain forenoons, possibly on 11 crea1p. days", etc. 
Most farmers visited emphasized that the agent was "well posted 11 • They empha- . 
sized that their agent was neve~ too busy to talk over problems with them. They 
were impressed that the agent could be as well informed on as ma~y subjects as he is. 
Some rather common statements ~pade by the farmers were: 11 I like to attend 
extension educational meetings in the ~rtnter months; however, am too busy during the 
period from seeding time to harvest, 11 Quite a !Illmber of the farmers said they 11dig. 
not follow the agent's suggestion fully." They lik~ to get all the information 
they can, particularly up-to-date scientific information which the agents may have, 
They then use what seems to fit their circumstances. 
One farmer on a 70-acre farm said that he had almost doubled the production on 
his farm in 15 years by follo~ring the county agent t s suggestion. 
Many of the farmers visited said they,could get generai information at extension 
meetings but liked to talk to agent about specific problems, especially before they 
attempted to use new recommended practices. 
Several farm women said they had often obtained infor~tion by calling the 
agent's office by telephone,'especially for specific informat~on such as formulas 
for controlling insect pests, the use of garden fertilizers, or recommended varieties 
of vegetables or plants for the garden or ornamental planting. 
The Technique Of Individual Teaching 
Mucl;l has beim ~rritten about the technique of the intervie'''• It would seem that 
these principles, because of their similarity in nature, would hold in individual 
teaching. The writer spent considerable time in connection ~ith this study in observ-
ing the devices, and techniques which some of the agents use. We attempted to get 
the approach used by the agents who cooperated in this study, 
There seems to be quite ~ wide variation in the manner ~n which different 
county a~ents hs.ndle the reque~ts of farmers for advice and information. Some have 
been rather short and brusque. A few seem to lack assurance, Some do not give full, 
complete, and definite answersa 
We have observed others torho probed a little with pertinent questions before an-
swering; then, with a fuiler understanding of the farmer's probl~m, ans'tlrered with 
confidence and assurance, at the same time correlating their answers with the farmer's 
experience and bringing out related angles helpful tQ the farmer: In the one instance 
the farmer apparently left vaguely dissatisfied but in the other, fully satisfied, 
confident, and ready to use the information received. 
We are impressed with the need for training new agents, both'through an under-
standing of the princi~les involved and through actual experience, in the ways and 
means of doing a better job of teaching the inQividual. The agent should also realize, 
if he does not already, how important individual consultation is to the farmer and 
especially its ro~e in the adoption Qf improved practices. He also should know of 
its importance in bringing about a broader understanding of sound principles in farm 
policy as well as in farm management. 
How May The Agent Do A Better Job Of Inrrividual Teaching? 
Here are some of the ideas and suggestions picked up through observation and 
discussion with agents? 
Put the person at ease. . 
Show an interest in his problemo 
Put yourself in his place. 
... 7-
Find out ho'lllr much and 'l'rhat kind of background he has. 
l; 
2; 
), 
4. 
5. 
6~ 
How far advanced is the farmer as to his knO\·rledge and pre.ctice of scientific 
principles? 
7~ 
8, 
9t 
10. 
li. 
How big a step will he take7 
Is he now using recommended practices? If so, with what success? 
Draw out the full situation. 
Is he open-minded? 
Why does he want the information? 
How will he use it? 
The farmer should first raise ques~ions relating to his specific problem. Agent 
will then probe to clarify and define the problem. Round out the full picture of 
the problem before 9ffering s,J.ggestions. 
One agent sayf?, "One question leads to an9ther. What the, fe.rmer a.sks for and 
11rhat he gets. may be quite different. The interviev1 should refer to previous coun-
selling or meeting. Bring out the limitations, qualifications, and problems that 
are involvea..n 
Another agent tries to find out 11rhat the farmer has on his mind. 11 This may not 
always be indicated by the question asked. 1'lh.at is the farmer's background of 
' experience and past history? 
tried recommended practices? 
out what has gone 111rong~ 11 
What is the dtu.e.tion on his particular farm? Has he 
Have the:c.r worked satisfactorily for him? If not, find 
A third agent says, 11 Th~re is a knack in dra't'ring out the farmer and. in' arriving 
at a common understanding of his problem. It involves the meeting of minds, not 
just an answer to a question. It is or should be an educational process." 
. - . 
When the agent has the picture, he should answer as simply, directly, and com":" 
petently as possible. Use 'lllrords the farmer understands. If any scientific terms 
with which the questioner is not familiar are necessary, give a simple explanation. 
Very seldom should an agent tell a farmer what to do. Let him make his qwn 
decision. It \•rould be best to sug.~est -- 111'ihy don't you try it this ~m:v?" or 
Ut'fuat would you think of doing it so and so? 11 or "John Smith does it this way.n 
Answers should be specific and detailed rather than general and vague. 
Hm.v much time should be devoted to ind.ividual teaching? 
j 
The time devoted. to individual teaching 1:rill, of course, depend. to a grea.t extent 
on the train}ng and ability of the agent in the use of the different extension methodf 
Our time-use study shows that 42 per cent of the agricultural agents' time ;.Jas so 
used in 1948, 
It would seem that no more and perhaps rather less time should. be used. 
Incre~sed effectiveness should be attained through better organization and use 
of time. There undoubtedly are opportunities for saving time, both for the agent and 
the farmer. 
Office calls."rela.ting 
may be reserved for calls. 
in by appointment. 
to important problems should be encouraged. Specific days 
It might be desirable in some cases to have farmers come 
Radio 
News 
articles 
Exhibits 
Posters 
Circular 
letters 
:Bulletins & 
pamphlets 
Ma~s 
Teach"i.ng 
(5.1% agt 1s 
time) 
The Relative Effectiveness of Extension Teaching Methods 
Large Meetings : 
(General & · 
Inst .-type) 
Lectures 
'· 1'·, 
I ·~ -"i. Offic~ j Visual aids 
:small Meetings, fieid &~~-l. 1 . .'( Improved 
:Community , tel.calls '-'~'>:!., to')} L Farm Practice 
;special subj.matterl Farm /·-r.f---; \ and 
:Result demono visits '..._ Inform~d Farmer.> 
;Discussionfl, etc. l Letters 
Gx"JUP Teaching Individual 
(32% agt's time) Teaching 
(42~ agt 1s 
time) 
Leading from the less intensive to the more intensive teaching methods, one 
method compliments and supplements the other. 
The mass methods probably do not initiate the adoption of practices.as much 
as they stimulate action by repetition. They are interest developers but they 
may also be important in teaching principles that develop public opinion • 
. 
It would seem thnt extension methods become more effective as they narrow 
down and become more intensive. 
-- 9 .... 
OONCLtrSION 
· 1. The office call is a more important teaching medium than generally had 
been recognized. Its,usefulness in this function has been growing over the years. 
It has a definite place in the role of extension teaching and without doubt can be 
made eyen more useful. 
2• Appare~tly~ farmers get their ideas'for a new farm pr~ctiee from different 
sources. A meeting, news story, radio talks, talking with a neighbor or observing 
a demonstration. When the time comes to initiate the practice, they want to talk 
to the,county agent pers~nally. 
3• ,It is the alert, progressive, farmer looking for new ideas and more advanced 
methods who asks for the personal consultation with the agent before adopting the 
practice. 
4. There seems to have been a gradual change in accomplishment through indivi-
dual contacts from the early days of extension 'lrrork to the present. 
The evolution has been from personal service to individual teaching. The 
emergence is reflected to some extent i~ the changing terminology,from the early 
"personal service", "personal contact", 11face to face contact", to "interviewing", 
11 counselling 11 , "individual instruction", and 11 individua.l teaching." 
T'ne term "individual teaching" seems to best describe the 'lrmrk being done and 
at the same time fits well with the grouping of'the different methods of ~xtension 
teachi:r;1g into 11 mass teaching 11 , 11group teaching", and "individual teaching." 
5. This study indicates that individual teaching does have a very important 
place in extension teaching. 
There are limitations because of time involved, but group teaching also has it~ 
limita~ion. 
6. Further study should,be made of the relative effectiveness of the different 
extension methods. There is need fQr continued study and reappraisal in view of the 
changes that are taldng place. Checks should be made from time to time with the 
farmers who consult with the agents. 
The study indicates that the better farmers made wide use of the opportunities 
for individual consult~tion with the agents. They accept the county agent as the 
authority and principal available source of information on the le.test scientific and 
up-to-date information. They consult with the agent when they are about to adopt 
an improved practice. The farmer himself then often passes the information on by 
word of mouth or demonstration. 
7. Farmers do not often attend meetings during the rush of spring seeding or 
during the hay and h~rvest period. These are the times when they often.want to put 
new practices into affect. They use the quickest and most direct method for getting 
reliab~e information. This is the personal consultation with the agent. 
8. Farmers very much appreciate having the county agent visit them at their 
farms. The specific problem can be observed then at first hand. l'/hile the farm 
visit is often connected \IJi th organization a.nd l~adership problems, it a.lso furnishes 
an important opportunity for individual teaching. 
The farm visit offers an opportunity for the agent to keep in touch with problem~ 
of the farm and to personally observe results of improved practices. It is also a 
good-w11 1. ,.,,, 1, 1 ,. , 
- 10 
9. While a farm visit may be more costly to the extension budget than an office 
call, as has previously been pointed out, there is another side to the question. In 
the aggregate, it is much cheaper for the ~gent to visit 10 farmers in a community 
which may be a considerable distance from his office than for the same,lO farmers to 
drive in inq.ividually to call on the agent. This is especially true if the agent 
organi~es his work to visit the 10 farmers in connection vri th one trip • 
. 
10. NUmerous questions'are asked of the county agents following meetings. In 
the di~cussions that follow, ~ch individual t~aching is done. 
11. While the news story, radio broadcast, and extension meeting suggestions are 
to some extent feeders and lead to the individual teaching, they apparently are not 
nearly as important as the farmers :personal acquaintance vrith the agent and his 
faith in him as a good source of information. 
12. The incentiv~ to the farmer for calling on the agent is still largely built 
around his production problems and his desire to put into practice the most up-to-dat• 
information available. 
Agents may have felt that the "follow up~' or "servicing" of projects carried on 
in past years and in the discussion of ne'·' ideas and nevr :practices that have not beel 
a part of formal programs Waf? a \<Taste of time. Although they may not haye been a . 
part of the current program, these problems have been ~ven more important to the 
farmer whom extension serves. We need improved procedures for recording,measuring, 
and rep9rting important accomplishments of this nature. 
13. Many farmers feel that the county agent should maintain specific office 
days so.that the public will know when they can find him • 
. 
14. The use of the telephone as a means of consulting the agent has a place 
and rnay,be of more importnnce than is recognized generally. 
15. It would seem possible for.some extension agents to do a better job of 
individual teaching than they are now doing. An understanding of the importence of 
this method of teaching is essential. ~tpervisors no doubt can do a better job of 
training new agents in the principles and techniQues involved. 
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IliDIVIDUAL INTERVIEW QUESTIOlThTAIRE 
Enumerator ________ _ 
Name ----------- County ---------Date ___ __,;... No. 
{l) Did you get the information that you wanted? Yes No 
{2) In what form? Oral Printed material 
{3) (If a specific farm practice) Did you put this information 
into ";lSe on your ft;l.rm? Yes lTo 
(4) If so, what change has this made in your farming practices? 
{5) If not, will you make use of it? Yes No 
( (3) alternate - if q~estion is broader than specific farm 
practices) Did this intervie1.or give you a better understand ... · 
ing of the problems? Yes No 
(6) What prompted you to call on the agent for this information? 
(a) Good source of farm information {b) News item 
referred to agent's office as source-=.. {c) Radio broadcast 
referred to agent 1s office as source __ (d) Got suggestion 
at Extension meeting (e) Letter from agent referring to 
this information __ W Other -------------
(?) Could you have gotten this information at an Extension meet-
ing? Yes No 
{8) Do you have an.y preference in the "It-ray you get information 
from the Extension Service - (List 1 - 2 - 3) Meetings ____ 
Over radio Ne"lf.rS items Phone Letters 
Personal visit "lf.rith agent _ 
(9) Have you passed on this information to a neighbor? Yes 
No ____ • If not, do you intend to do so? Yes No 

